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Introduction
In the early nineteenth century, European and American people were
fascinated with the ancient relics and natural objects of Egypt because their
era enjoyed historical events, such as Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, the dis-
covery of the Rosetta Stone and Champollion’s decipherment thereof.1 On
September 27th, 1822, Champollion announced his epoch-making decipher-
ment. It is two months after this announcement that the Romantic poet, P. B.
Shelley passed away in Italy. At this time, as critics have pointed out, the
Romantic poets also paid attention to the relics and natural objects of an-
cient Egypt.2 In 1817, for example, Shelley wrote a poem “Ozymandias”
which depicts the antiquated statue of Ramses II in the desert. He also com-
peted writing a sonnet about the Nile with his contemporary poets, John
Keats and Leigh Hunt in February in 1818. As he was concerned with the
ancient Egyptian language, Shelley uses the metaphor of hieroglyphics in his
essay, A Defence of Poetry. In his essay, the metaphor of hieroglyphics is not
irrelevant for Shelley’s theories on language and on poetry since the meta-
phor represents a poet’s language. In his early poem “Alastor; or The Spirit
of Solitude” published in 1816, a Poet as a hero of the poem deciphers hiero-
glyphics among the ancient relics when his poetical imagination is inspired
divinely. In both cases, hieroglyphics are described as a pictorial language
which visualizes its referent.3 Shelley also refers to hieroglyphics in “The
Witch of Atlas” which was written in the summer of 1820. Yet, critics have
never focused on the significance of Shelley’s reference to hieroglyphics in
“The Witch of Atlas”. For, the hieroglyphics in “The Witch of Atlas” are ap-
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parently different from that in A Defence of Poetry and in “Alastor”. In this
essay, I will affirm the following two points. First, Shelley’s view on hiero-
glyphics was formed under the influence of Erasmus Darwin’s which was
formed before Champollion’s decipherment. Similar to Darwin, Shelley re-
gards hieroglyphics as a pictorial language and shares the contemporary
misunderstanding of hieroglyphics in the eighteenth century. On the other
hand, Shelley satires the priests’ translating hieroglyphics in “The Witch of
Atlas”. In conclusion, I will consider what the motif of translating hiero-
glyphics in “The Witch of Atlas” signifies both in Shelley’s (mis)understand-
ing of different culture and his theory of poetry.
1. Hieroglyphics as the Visualized Language
The history of misunderstanding hieroglyphics had been so long in
Europe that we can trace back to the ancient period in which the Neo-
Platonist, Plotinus links the ideology of Neo-Platonism to the visual quality of
hieroglyphics. In the Renaissance era and the seventeenth century, the Neo-
Platonists and Christian Cabalists worshipped hieroglyphics as divine sym-
bols which imply secrets about the genesis of the world. After the long his-
tory of misunderstanding in Europe, Champollion proves that hieroglyphics
are also phonetic signs.4 Since Champollion made this discovery after
Shelley’s death, it is natural Shelley had not been aware of it. Before Cham-
pollion’s decipherment, a British researcher of ancient Egypt, Thomas
Young had contributed to the progress of deciphering hieroglyphics. Young
got results in 1814 to publish a book, Museum Criticum from 1815 to 1816,
and wrote an article on Egypt in Encyclopedia Britannica in 1818. Under
these circumstances, Shelley was likely aware of the trend of his contempo-
rary period when he wrote his poem “The Witch of Atlas” in 1820. However,
there is no clue which connects Shelley and Thomas Young. Appropriately,
Goslee interprets the cultural source which likely had some influence upon
Shelley.
The interpretations of hieroglyphs more accessible to Shelley, however,
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are on the one hand the Enlightenment French thinkers Diderot and
Volney, and on the other a group of syncretic English mythographers:
George Stanley Faber, William Drummond, Jacob Bryant, and the
scientist-mythographer Erasmus Darwin. (18)
Two cultural sources were influential in Shelley’s view on hieroglyphics: the
French Enlightenment thinking and syncretic English mythography.
Among them, Shelley is highly likely to have read Denis Diderot, Sir William
Drummond, Erasmus Darwin (Letters II.472, 473). Even if Shelley was con-
scious of all three writers, all of them considered hieroglyphics as pictorial
letters. Their ideas differ in the two following interpretations; whether the
pictorial quality of hieroglyphics is either the developed or ideal form of sign,
or the primitive one. In his letter to Thomas Hookman, Shelley confesses
that he is not so impressed by Drummond’s Oedipus Jadaicus, saying “I do
not think that Sir W[illiam] Drummond[’]s arguments have much weight. His
Œdipus [Judaicus (1811)] has completely failed in making me a convert” (Let-
ters I.350). In this background, there is a small possibility that Drummond’s
reference to hieroglyphics had a great influence upon Shelley. Contrary to
his comment on Drummond’s writing, Shelley appreciates and praises Dar-
win’s. For example, in his letter to his friend, Thomas Jefferson Hogg in July
28th of 1811, Shelley says “I amuse myself [...] with reading Darwin” (Letters
I.129). On December 24th, 1812, Shelley ordered Darwin’s scientific poem,
The Temple of Nature; Or, The Origin of Society: A Poem, with Philosophi-
cal Notes (Letters I.345). William Godwin recommends Darwin’s works to
Shelley, saying “You love a perpetual sparkle and glittering, such as are to be
found in Darwin, and Southey, and Scott, and Campbell” (Letters I. 341n3). In
his works, Darwin tries to explain the scientific phenomenon by using the
mythology, and thus his way of thinking had a great influence upon Shelley’s
thought and symbolism (Grabo 147; King-Hele 219). In this background,
Shelley was likely aware of Darwin’s reference to hieroglyphics in The Tem-
ple of Nature. In the following paragraphs, I will consider the similarity be-
tween Darwin’s and Shelley’s view on hieroglyphics to prove Shelley’s allu-
sion to Darwin’s hieroglyphics.
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In his poem The Temple of Nature, Darwin tries to describe the genesis
of the world and the progress of human beings both scientifically and my-
thologically. This work consists of the poem, footnotes, and endnotes. Dar-
win only writes a poem in verse but attaches many footnotes and endnotes
to this poem in order to explain the natural phenomenon in prose. In Canto 1
of the poem, he describes the way of people’s communication in the primi-
tive age when letters had not been invented.
Unnumber’d ailes connect unnumber’d halls,
And sacred symbols crowd the pictur’d walls;
With pencil rude forgotten days design,
And arts, or empires, live in every line. (The Temple of Nature I.75-78)
Instead of letters, primitive people scribbled “sacred symbols” on the walls
of the temples (The Temple of Nature I.76). In its footnote, Darwin explains
that these “sacred symbols” are the origin of hieroglyphics to express peo-
ple’s “intelligence” and “the history of themselves, or of their discoveries”
(The Temple of Nature 7n2).
The application of mankind, in the early ages of society, to the imitative
arts of painting, carving, statuary, and the casting of figures in metals,
seems to have preceded the discovery of letters; and to have been used
as a written language to convey intelligence to their distant friends, or
to transmit to posterity the history of themselves, or of their discoveries.
Hence the origin of the hieroglyphic figures which crowded the walls of
the temples of antiquity; many of which may be seen in the tablet of Isis
in the works of Montfaucon; and some of them are still used in the sci-
ences of chemistry and astronomy, as the characters for the metals and
planets, and the figures of animals on the celestial globe. (The Temple of
Nature 7n2)
If the origin of hieroglyphics is “imitative arts of painting,” Darwin empha-
sizes its visual or pictorial quality (The Temple of Nature 7n2). For the
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primitive people, the purpose of using the hieroglyphic figures is also to ex-
press the scientific knowledge and discoveries. As for this point, Darwin
similarly mentions in an endnote of appendix titled “Hieroglyphic Charac-
ters” at the back of his book.
The outlines of animal bodies, which gave names to the constellations,
as well as the characters used in chemistry for the metals, and in astron-
omy for the planets, were originally hieroglyphic figures, used by the
magi of Egypt before the invention of letters, to record their discoveries
in those sciences.
Other hieroglyphic figures seem to have been designated to perpetu-
ate the events of history, the discoveries in other arts, and the opinions
of those ancient philosophers on other subjects. Thus their figures of
Venus for beauty, Minerva for wisdom, Mars and Bellona for war, Her-
cules for strength, and many others, became afterwards the deities of
Greece and Rome; and together with the figures of Time, Death, and
Fame, constitute the language of the painters to this day. (The Temple
of Nature 107)
Before the invention of letters, one example of “hieroglyphic figures” is zo-
diac signs which imitate the “outlines of animal bodies” in ancient Egypt
(The Temple of Nature 107). Others are used to convey historical events,
discoveries in other arts, and philosophical ideas in a mythological way.
These two examples are similar in that they express ideas, thoughts and
things symbolically. Similar use of hieroglyphics can also be found in
Shelley’s work. By using the similar metaphor of hieroglyphics in his essay
“On the Devil, and Devils”, Shelley mentions that the serpent in ancient
Egypt symbolizes eternity: “In Egypt the Serpent was an hieroglyphic of
eternity” (103).5 For Shelley, the serpent is not necessarily evil but is usually
symbolized as eternity because the symbol comes from the image of
Uroboros.6 Since Uroboros’ head bites its tail, its outline of a circle visually
shows that the beginning connects the ending, having no end. To explain
about the symbolic significance of Uroboros’ outline, Shelley employs the
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phrase “an hieroglyphic of eternity”. For Shelley, the term “hieroglyphic” is
almost equivalent to “symbolical” or “emblematic” (OED, “Hieroglyphic”, def.
A. 2.). In other words, both Shelley and Darwin regard hieroglyphics as lan-
guage which symbolizes meaning by visualizing its referent.
William Keach also regards Shelley’s metaphor of hieroglyphics as that
of a pictorial language which visualizes its referent.
[D]espite its complex rhetorical function, the notion of language-as-
hieroglyph confuses the distinction between the natural forms and ma-
terials of the other arts and the arbitrary signs of language so central to
this paragraph [in A Defence of Poetry]. Even if Shelley had read William
Warburton’s seminal account in The Divine Legation of Moses (1737-8)
of how the originally natural signs of Egyptian hieroglyphs came to be
used as arbitrary signs, the fact remains that the forms of hieroglyphic
symbols are residually natural and are not ‘arbitrarily produced by the
imagination’ with ‘relation to thoughts alone’. Shelley wants to celebrate
the radical distinctiveness of language as a completely human and men-
tal creation. But he also wants to give language a pictorial immediacy
and unity, and this urges him in the direction of natural and material
forms. (19)
Keach points out that Shelley was likely to be conscious of the eighteenth-
century discourse about hieroglyphics, such as William Warburton’s The Di-
vine Legation of Moses. Before Champollion’s decipherment, Warburton in-
terprets that hieroglyphics have a quality of phonetic and arbitrary sign.
However, Keach considers that Shelley prefers the interpretation that hi-
eroglyphics are a pictorial language even if Shelley is aware of Warburton’s
interpretation about hieroglyphics. Now let us look at the metaphor of hiero-
glyphics in Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry.
[. . .] language is arbitrarily produced by the imagination, and has rela-
tion to thoughts alone; but all other materials, instruments and condi-
tions of art have relations among each other, which limit and interpose
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between conception and expression. The former is as a mirror which re-
flects, the latter [is] as a cloud which enfeebles [. . .]. Hence the fame of
sculptors, painters, and musicians, although the intrinsic powers of the
great masters of these arts, may yield in no degree to that of those who
have employed language as the hieroglyphic of their thoughts, has
never equalled that of poets in the restricted sense of the term; (A De-
fence of Poetry 513)7
For Shelley, a poet’s thought is necessarily connected with his language “to
give language a pictorial immediacy and unity” (Keach 19). Thus, the meta-
phor of hieroglyphics “suits Shelley’s rhetorical purpose very well” (Keach
19). Here, Keach’s discussion is based upon the interpretation that Shelley’s
hieroglyphics stands for its referent necessarily and directly. In his contem-
porary period, as we have seen, French Enlightenment thinkers and syn-
cretic English mythographers interpreted hieroglyphics like this: the former
regards hieroglyphics as the primitive language which is necessarily con-
nected with its referent; the latter considers them as the symbolic sign
which represents the meaning metaphorically. If we follow Keach’s inter-
pretation, Shelley’s hieroglyphics in A Defence of Poetry belong to the former.
Now, we are going to look at Shelley’s reference to hieroglyphics in “The
Witch of Atlas” to examine his view on them.
2. The Imperialism in “The Witch of Atlas”
Unlike in his essays, “On the Devil, and Devils” and A Defence of Poetry,
we cannot find Shelley’s direct reference to the visual quality of hieroglyph-
ics in “The Witch of Atlas”. There is another significance in the motif of hi-
eroglyphics in his works. In his contemporary age, European and American
people were interested in hieroglyphics because exotic things fascinated
them (Fricke 176). Stefanie Fricke interprets that the decipherment of hi-
eroglyphics is linked to contemporary British nationalism (178). In 1798, Na-
poleon invaded Egypt and there France and England competed, with Eng-
land wining the Rosetta Stone through Nelson’s triumph in the war between
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the two countries (Fricke 178-79). The Rosetta Stone was symbolized as the
throne of imperial England and intended to show its imperial triumph all
over the world by utilizing the exhibition of the Rosetta Stone in the British
Museum in 1802 (Fricke 179). In March of 1805, Shelley visited the London
Museum which exhibited the ancient relics of Egypt such as the statue with
inscribed hieroglyphics and went to the British Museum in April and May of
the same year.8 In this historical and biographical background, it is natural
that Shelley connects the motif of deciphering hieroglyphics to British impe-
rialism in his contemporary age. In fact, Shelley tries to describe British im-
perialism’s connection with the decipherment of hieroglyphics in his poem
“Alastor” published in 1816.
[. . .] Among the ruined temples there[Dark Æthiopia],
Stupendous columns, and wild images
Of more than man, where marble dæmons watch
The Zodiac’s brazen mystery, and dead men
Hang their mute thoughts on the mute walls around,
He lingered, poring on memorials
Of the world’s youth, through the long burning day
Gazed on those speechless shapes, nor, when the moon
Filled the mysterious halls with floating shades
Suspended he that task, but ever gazed
And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw
The thrilling secrets of the birth of time. (“Alastor” 116-28)
Although the term hieroglyphics cannot be found in these lines, some critics
such as Michael Ferber, John Beer, and Stuart Sperry interpret that a Poet
deciphers hieroglyphics to gain the “secrets of the birth of time” (“Alastor”
128).9 This interpretation is appropriate because “Alastor” describes Egypt
and Ethiopia as the cultural origin of the world and hieroglyphics as the ori-
gin of letters. This idea is not at odds with the contemporary English syn-
cretism.10 The second reason is that a Poet’s decipherment is completed
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through his visual working. He continues to gaze upon the relics for a long
time and finally sees the secret of time. His reading action implies that the
hieroglyphics are pictorial and necessarily connected with its referent.
However, a Poet’s decipherment is not the European’s cultural under-
standing of the Orient or the cultural negotiation between the European and
the Orient. For, the narrator of “Alastor” ironically describes the Poet’s deci-
pherment as the European’s imperial prejudice toward the Orient.11 In a
similar vein, we are tempted to interpret what the motif of translating hiero-
glyphics represents in “The Witch of Atlas”. Now, we need to examine
whether the motif of translating hieroglyphics implies either the imperial
misunderstanding, or the successful negotiation between different cultures.
The witch of Atlas, the heroine of the poem, leaves the Atlas Mountain to
the source of the Niger (Alvey 167). Crossing Africa to Ethiopia, she went
down the Nile to Egypt. Although people “framed the imperial tent of their
great Queen” (“The Witch of Atlas” LIII.466), her action does not represent
the imperial ideology completely.12 In Egypt, while the witch knows “[t]he
naked beauty of the soul” and tries to realize justice and equality in the
world (“The Witch of Atlas” LXVI.571), she comically satires the true and
foolish nature of human beings, such as priests, the monarch, and the army.
For example, the following quotation is about the priests.
The Priests would write an explanation full,
Translating hieroglyphics into Greek,
How the god Apis, really was a bull
And nothing more; and bid the herald stick
The same against the temple doors, and pull
The old cant down; they licensed all to speak
Whate’er they thought of hawks and cats and geese
By pastoral letters to each diocese. (“The Witch of Atlas” LXXIII. 625-
32)
The priests reveal that the Egyptian god Apis is nothing more than an ani-
mal by translating hieroglyphics into Greeks. Although a bull was wor-
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shipped as a god in ancient Egypt, Shelley does not describe the European’s
understanding of Egyptian culture. But he satirically mentions the priests’
contempt of ancient Egyptian religion. Shelley’s reference to Apis is based
on Herodotus’s. According to Colwell, Shelley read Herodotus two years be-
fore he wrote “The Witch of Atlas” (Colwell 89; 92 n 34). Herodotus’s de-
scription of Apis is like this:
When the priests led Apis in, Cambyses - for he was well-nigh mad -
drew his dagger and made to stab the calf in the belly, but smote the
thigh; then laughing he said to the priests: “Wretched wights, are these
your gods, creatures of flesh and blood that can feel weapons of iron?
that is a god worthy of the Egyptians. But for you, you shall suffer for
making me your laughing-stock.” So saying he bade those, whose busi-
ness it was, to scourge the priests well, and to kill any other Egyptian
whom they found holiday-making. So the Egyptian festival was ended,
and the priests were punished, and Apis lay in the temple and died of
the blow on the thigh. (Herodotus, III.39)
The conqueror of Egypt and the king of ancient Persia, Cambyses II looks at
the bull which is worshipped as the god Apis by the ancient Egyptians, and
then he declares that it is nothing more than a beast. He says to the Egyp-
tian priests “are these your gods, creatures of flesh and blood that can feel
weapons of iron?” (Herodotus, III. 39). This description of Apis and of the
priests is similar to Shelley’s lines, “How the god Apis, really was a bull /
And nothing more; and bid the herald stick / The same against the temple
doors” (“The Witch of Atlas” LXXIII.627-29). If the role of the priests in
Shelley’s poem is equivalent to that of Cambyses II in Herodotus, the priests’
action comically embodies the colonialism and imperialism of Cambyses II.
On the other hand, the priests in “The Witch of Atlas” do not translate hiero-
glyphics into Aramic, the official language in ancient Persia. By describing
the priests translating hieroglyphics into Greek, Shelley alludes to the exis-
tence of the Greek narrator, Herodotus. In this way, Shelley creates the
view of the narrator as the third person who is neither Egyptian nor Persian
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and who can satire the imperialism of Cambyses II. However, Shelley’s pur-
pose is not to criticize the imperialism of Cambyses II. The priests also use
the pastoral letter of the Catholic Church and allow people to freely speak of
the divine animals, such as hawks, cats, and geese in ancient Egypt. In other
words, Shelley criticizes the imperial authority or the religious convention of
the Catholic Church by replacing Cambyses II with priests and their pas-
toral letter.
3. Priests and Hieroglyphics
There is another reason Shelley employs the motif of priests along with
hieroglyphics in “The Witch of Atlas”. To examine why Shelley employs the
motif of the priests translating hieroglyphics to satire the religious authority,
we will confirm the etymological association between priests and hiero-
glyphics. According to OED, a prefix “hiero-” means “sacred” or “holy”
which implies that hieroglyphics is etymologically associated with the holy
and sacred (OED, “Hiero-”, def.). In fact, Herodotus explains that there were
two kinds of language in ancient Egypt: demotic writing and sacred script.
The Greeks write and calculate by moving the hand from left to right;
the Egyptians do contrariwise; yet they say that their way of writing is
towards the right, and the Greek way towards the left. They use two
kinds of writing; one is called sacred, the other common. (Herodotus II.
319)
This use of hieroglyphics can be seen in Plutarch’s Moralia and after that
the Neo-Platonists and the Renaissance regarded hieroglyphics as sacred
language.13 Darwin also inherits this misunderstanding and considers hiero-
glyphics as “sacred symbols” used “by the magi of Egypt” (The Temple of
Nature I.76; 107). Similarly, Shelley was conscious of the connection between
hieroglyphics and priests. In A Defence of Poetry, Shelley declares that poets
should play a role of “hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration” (140).
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Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration, the mirrors
of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present, the
words which express what they understand not; the trumpets which
sing to battle and feel not what they inspire (A Defence of Poetry 535)
One of the meanings of “hierophant” is “An official expounder of sacred mys-
teries or religious ceremonies” or “an initiating or presiding priest” (OED,
“Hierophant”, def. 1), and the other is “An expounder of sacred mysteries” or
“the interpreter of any esoteric principle” (OED, “Hierophant”, def. 2). Ac-
cording to OED, Shelley’s reference to hierophant in A Defence of Poetry can
be found as the first example of “An expounder of sacred mysteries” or “the
interpreter of any esoteric principle” (OED, “Hierophant”, def. 2). On the
other hand, if Shelley first used hierophants as “the interpreter of any eso-
teric principle” in his essay, he was also aware of the original meaning of “an
initiating or presiding priest” (OED, “Hierophant”, def. 1). In A Defence of Po-
etry, Shelley compares the language of poetry both to the mirror and to hi-
eroglyphics. Similarly, in A Defence of Poetry, hierophants are regarded as
“the mirrors of the gigantic shadows” (535). For Shelley, the metaphor of hi-
erophants is loosely associated with that of hieroglyphics on a level of their
spelling and their metaphorical meaning.14 In this way, Shelley connects hi-
eroglyphics and hierophant in A Defence of Poetry, and at the same time, he
links hieroglyphics to priests in “The Witch of Atlas”. There is a difference
between these two works: while Shelley tries to explain a poet’s role in soci-
ety in A Defence of Poetry, he tries to satire the imperial authority or the re-
ligious convention of the Catholic Church in “The Witch of Atlas”.
In Conclusion
So far, we have discussed how Shelley interprets hieroglyphics as the
visual and sacred language, influenced by Darwin and Herodotus. In spite of
Shelley’s interpretation, the priests of “The Witch of Atlas” do not reveal the
sacred and secret truth by translating hieroglyphics. Their translation is sa-
tirically depicted as nothing more than one episode of the witch’s “pranks”
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(“The Witch of Atlas” LXXVIII. 665). In this way, Shelley comically under-
mines the authority of the priests translating hieroglyphics and implies that
the priests’ translation is not a successful understanding of the Orient. On
the other hand, Shelley’s view of hieroglyphics is located in the history of
misunderstanding hieroglyphics before Champollion deciphers the Rosetta
Stone. From his theory of poetry, Shelley anticipates that translating hiero-
glyphics causes both misunderstanding and creates a new poetical world.
For Shelley, translation has two elements: merit and demerit. In A Defence
of Poetry, Shelley admits “the vanity of translation” but regards transfusing
one language into another as “the creations of a poet” (514). The witch of At-
las satires the priests and entangles the episode of their translation “in her
sweet ditties” (“The Witch of Atlas” LXXVIII.667). Thus, Shelley is skillful in
describing how the priests’ translation is both the misunderstanding of the
Orient and the creation of a poetess, the witch of Atlas.
This is a revised version of the paper presented at the 84th General Meeting
of the English Literary Society of Japan, held at Senshu University in Tokyo
on 27 May 2012.
Notes
1 Bloom 17-18; Iversen 126-27; Robinson 124; Bygrave 53-54.
2 See e.g. Beer 64, 69, 111-13; Ferber 25; Goslee 16-19.
3 Keach 19; Ferber 25; Goslee 16-19.
4 Everett 100-101; Brown 106. See also Iversen 40, 88.
5 All the quotations from “On the Devil, and Devils” are taken from Shelley, The Complete
Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley.
6 See Prometheus Unbound II.iii.94-98. See also Curran 52 etc.
7 All the quotations from A Defence of Poetry and Shelley’s verses are taken from Shelley,
Shelley’s Poetry and Prose.
8 Mary Shelley, The Journals 70-71; 73; 78; 193. See Blunden 173; Holmes 410; Altick 236.
9 Beer 64, 311 n.62; Ferber 25. See also Sperry 28.
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10 See also Bloom 17; Sperry 28.
11 Makdisi 255; Leask 124.
12 See Alvey 16, 145-80; Lee 182.
13 Plutarch V.27; Dieckmann 8. As for Plutarch’s influence upon Shelley, see Grabo 147.
Fricke 175; Parkinson 15.
14 See Keach 19.
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